
Herseth Sandlin Speaks at White House Tribal Nations Conference 

For Immediate Release
Contact: Betsy Hart 202-226-8555

  

HERSETH SANDLIN SPEAKS AT WHITE HOUSE TRIBAL NATIONS CONFERENCE

  

Washington, DC {November 5, 2009}- Today, Rep. Herseth Sandlin spoke on a Public Safety
and Housing panel at the White House Tribal Nations Conference. While speaking at the
conference earlier in the day, President Obama praised Rep. Herseth Sandlin for her efforts to
improve public safety in Indian Country and endorsed her Tribal Law and Order Act of 2009.
Below are Rep. Herseth Sandlin's remarks, as prepared for delivery.
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Herseth Sandlin Speaks at White House Tribal Nations Conference 

  Rep. Stephanie Herseth Sandlin speaks at the White House Tribal Nations Summit onPublic Safety and Housing. Rep. Tom Cole (R-OK) (pictured), the lead co-sponsor of Rep.Herseth Sandlin's Tribal Law and Order bill, also spoke on today’s panel.  Rep. Herseth Sandlin's remarks, as prepared for delivery:  I’m grateful to have the opportunity to join my friend and colleague Congressman Cole,Secretary Salazar, and representatives from the administration in speaking to you today.  AsSouth Dakota’s lone member of the U.S. House of Representatives, I am working with mycolleagues in Congress to ensure that the federal government’s obligations to Indian Countryare upheld and fulfilled.  A special welcome today to members of the nine Sioux tribes located in South Dakota.  Thankyou for being here.  It is an honor to represent you in Congress and a privilege to welcome youhere today.  The federal government has a unique relationship with 562 federally-recognized AmericanIndian and Alaska Native tribes. This government-to-government relationship is established byour founders in the U.S. Constitution, recognized through hundreds of treaties, and reaffirmedthrough executive orders, judicial decisions, and Congressional action. Fundamentally, thisrelationship establishes the responsibilities to be carried out by one sovereign to the other.  That is why I’m so pleased that President Barrack Obama is hosting this White House TribalNations Conference, so we can address critically important issues facing Indian Country. Aftereight years of neglect and insufficient resources, the Obama Administration has demonstrated arenewed commitment to addressing the chronic problems plaguing Indian Country.  This panel is dedicated to Public Safety and Housing and there couldn’t be two more importantissues for our communities in South Dakota.  Everyone deserves a safe and decent home. Yet sadly, in many parts of Indian Country, thefederal government has failed to provide the resources to tribes to meet this basic need. Inparticular, as I’ve learned from my time in many of South Dakota’s communities, Great Plainstribal housing authorities face difficult challenges.  I was proud to vote for the Recovery Actearlier this year which includes $510 million for Native American Housing andSelf-Determination Act funding and $20 million for BIA’s Housing Improvement Program. However, these resources will only begin to address the backlog of need to renovate, replace,and expand the housing stock on many reservations.  Equally important, public safety has reached a crisis level for many tribal communities in SouthDakota and across the nation.  Native American families, like all families, deserve a basic sense of safety and security in theircommunities.  Law enforcement is one of the federal government’s trust obligations tofederally-recognized tribes. Yet, as the tribes represented in this room today know all too well,on many counts, we are failing to meet that obligation and have done so for too many years.  Tragically, there is a pervasive sense of lawlessness in too many areas of Indian Country. Lessthan 3,000 law enforcement officers patrol more than 56 million acres of Indian Country.  Let merepeat:  3,000 officers for 56 million acres.  That reflects less than one-half of the lawenforcement presence in comparable rural communities. On many Indian reservations, officersrespond to emergency calls without backup and travel to remote locations without adequateradio communication.  The situation is particularly dire for large, land-based reservations. Tribal leaders in my statetell me of officers who cover hundreds of miles each shift. For example, at a 2007 NaturalResources Subcommittee field hearing in South Dakota on tribal law enforcement, theCheyenne River Sioux tribal chairman testified that his tribe had only three officers per shift tocover 19 communities and 15,000 people spread across an area almost the size of the state ofConnecticut.  The sheer size of these reservations, coupled with understaffed departments,outdated equipment, and high gas prices, strain tribal law enforcement efforts.   Clearly, the extent of the problem far exceeds the level of appropriations, and will continue toworsen until the federal government dedicates the resources necessary to address theseproblems.  We must address the complex and broken system of law and order in IndianCountry.  One of the steps I have taken to address this need is to introduce the bipartisan Tribal Law andOrder Act, which is a companion bill to legislation introduced by Senator Dorgan in the Senate.Congressman Cole is a cosponsor of this bill and I thank him for his support.  This bill would clarify the responsibilities of Federal, State, tribal, and local governments withrespect to crimes committed in tribal communities; increase coordination and communicationamong Federal, State, tribal, and local law enforcement agencies; empower tribal governmentswith the authority, resources, and information necessary to effectively provide for the public’ssafety in tribal communities; reduce the prevalence of violent crime in tribal communities andcombat violence against Indian and Alaska Native women; address and prevent drug traffickingand reduce rates of alcohol and drug addiction in Indian country; and increase and standardizethe collection of criminal data and the sharing of criminal history information among Federal,State, and tribal officials responsible for responding to and investigating crimes in tribalcommunities.  I am very pleased to report that last week at the Tribal Nations Listening Session on PublicSafety and Law Enforcement in St. Paul, Attorney General Eric Holder announced theAdministration’s full support of the Tribal Law and Order Act, and earlier today, PresidentObama himself reiterated the Administration’s support for the bill. I also understand that Sen.Dorgan’s bill, amended to address minor concerns expressed by the Department of Justice,was recently reported from the Senate Indian Affairs Committee, and may soon be consideredby the full Senate. In the House, we hope to begin holding hearings on this legislation in boththe Natural Resources and Judiciary Committees in the near future. Clearly, this bill alone will not solve the problems faced by tribes. I will continue to work forincreased funding for law enforcement personnel, detention facilities, equipment and training,tribal courts, and other components required for a successful justice system. I will continue tohold the Bureau of Indian Affairs accountable for upholding the trust responsibility within therealm of law enforcement.  Let me say again:  Native American families, like all families, deserve to raise their children andlive their lives with a basic sense of safety. Congress must act to fulfill our trust responsibilitiesto these tribes by fully funding existing programs and enacting the Tribal Law and Order Act.Ultimately, I believe that this bill offers important and necessary tools in our shared goal ofmaking Indian Country a safer place to be. I look forward to the rest of this session and thank all of you for being here and for yourdedication to the health and safety of our Native Americans communities.  Pilayama!  ###  
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